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(Re-)negotiating the process of staying in superdiverse places

Abstract: Little attention has been focused on how the differing features of ‘superdiverse’ 

neighbourhoods shape the demographic process of ‘staying’. Through drawing on research 

conducted in two different superdiverse neighbourhoods in the city of Birmingham, UK, the 

paper highlights how ‘staying’ is an inherent feature of superdiverse neighbourhoods and 

which is actively practised by migrants and non-migrants alike. Empirically, the paper 

identifies how staying is informed by a number of features associated with superdiverse 

neighbourhoods, such as local infrastructure and visible population diversity, as well as 

relational proximity to other areas of the city, including the significance of city centre spaces 

and their role as multicultural spaces of adaptation. Conceptually, the paper informs recent 

work on ‘arrival infrastructures’ and ‘differentiated embedding’ for migrant (and non-

migrant) settlement and provides new insights into the territorial, relational and temporal 

aspects of staying. This includes the importance of neighbourhood histories in staying 

processes and which hitherto have been relatively neglected.

Keywords: Superdiverse neighbourhoods, staying, diversity, temporal, relational
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1. Introduction

This paper provides original and significant new insights into examining the demographic 

process of ‘staying’ in areas of superdiversity. To date, such areas have been characterized as 

being in a constant state of flux whereby a proportion of the population is perpetually new 

(Phillimore 2015, Author, 2018; italics added). However, this paper challenges such a 

perspective by bringing staying and immobility to the fore. It highlights the importance of 

differing characteristics of superdiverse places in shaping staying processes and in so doing 

identifies spatial dimensions to staying. As such, the paper challenges staying as residual to 

migration and (hyper-)mobility (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018). 

Research concerned with mobility and migration has frequently devalued staying as an active 

agent-centred process and which is often an integral element of a life strategy involving other 

people or places (Coulter et al. 2016, Urry 2007). Equally, the importance of place has been 

largely absent from existing discussions on staying (see Antonsich 2010 for a notable 

exception). Such concerns are brought together in this paper through a focus on superdiverse 

places. Whilst Beck and Grande (2010) identify how allegiances and identities of individuals 

are increasingly de-territorialized and formed outside of place, the emergence of superdiverse 

places – arising from migration-driven diversification - highlights how migratory practices are 

embodied territorially as well as being shaped relationally (Vertovec 2019).

Drawing on research conducted in two different superdiverse neighbourhoods in a UK city 

characterized by the increasing superdiversification of its population (Birmingham, United 

Kingdom - UK), the paper makes four original and important contributions. First, the paper 

examines the characteristics of superdiverse places in shaping staying. Second, the paper 
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adopts a ‘whole community’ approach to consider both migrants and non-migrants living in 

superdiverse neighbourhoods. This is important as whilst superdiversity draws attention to 

new social complexities arising from migration-driven diversification (Vertovec 2019, 125), a 

focus on non-migrants living in superdiverse areas is often missing from many analyses. 

Third, the paper considers the importance of relational spaces and neighbourhood histories to 

staying processes in superdiverse neighbourhoods. It explores how staying is shaped with 

reference to other spaces elsewhere – and particularly city centre spaces – as well as 

individuals comparing their current situation to previous experiences in other 

neighbourhoods. This is novel, as most work to date on neighbourhood histories and previous 

experiences of diversity has focused on either migrant’s countries of origin, or in places of 

transit migration (Leitner 2012; Hoekstra and Pinkster 2017). Finally, through reference to 

recent work on ‘arrival cities’ (e.g. see Saunders, 2011), ‘arrival infrastructures’ (e.g. see 

Meeus et al., 2019) and differentiated processes of migrant embedding (Ryan, 2018), the 

paper makes a broader contribution to literature on place and settlement. In particular, it 

identifies the need for a greater consideration of the territorial, relational and temporal aspects 

of arrival structures and the embedding processes of migrants and non-migrants alike.

2. Framing mobility and staying in superdiverse neighbourhoods

2.1 Mobility, place and staying

Over time, approaches to mobility have evolved to consider the ways in which it shapes 

people’s identities and everyday lives and the experiences and significance of movement 

(Cresswell 2006). Through drawing attention to the emergence of a ‘new critical mobilities 

paradigm’, Urry (2000) identifies how the temporalities and spatialities of mobility have been 
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reconsidered. Importantly, mobility is now viewed as relational and involving rhythms, 

trajectories and synchronicities with other people and objects (Adey 2010). Mobility can 

shape and produce the fluidity of place (Merriman 2012; Urry 2007), economically, 

politically and culturally and through the “multiple mobilities of people, capital, objects, signs 

and information” (adapted from Urry 2007, 269). Mobility and immobility are also shaped by 

each other: there are complex relations between mobility and immobility and with mobility 

enabled by immobility and vice versa (Milbourne and Kitchen 2014). 

However, whilst migration research has traditionally centred on tracing movement and 

mobility there has been much less focus to date on the experiences and practices associated 

with immobility and staying in place (Morse and Mudgett 2018). In this respect, the dominant 

focus of mobility studies to date has been on urban places – and with the urban being 

perceived as the archetypal space of hypermobility (Cresswell and Merriman 2011). In 

contrast, immobility or staying has been more closely connected with rural spaces. Staying 

processes have increasingly been understood as relational and contextual and linked to the 

biographies and experiences of individuals, including past experiences and future aspirations 

(Coulter et al. 2013; Kley and Mulder 2010). Nevertheless, in a rural context, immobility and 

staying have overwhelmingly been connected with a failure to leave (Looker and Naylor 

2009) and with studies of migration and mobility devaluing the agency involved with staying 

(Coulter et al. 2016). Moreover, a lack of mobility, according to Faist (2013), has connoted 

stasis, decline and disadvantage. Consequently, Stockdale and Haartsen (2018) have 

advocated the need for a greater focus on immobility and staying in a range of contexts – 

urban and rural - and to re-conceptualize staying as an active process subject to continual (re-

)negotiation.
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The importance of place in shaping immobility and staying also needs to be recognized. 

Studies of migration and mobility have highlighted how places are the product of ‘roots’ and 

‘routes’, and are the sites of multiple identities and histories (Massey 2005; Author 2018). A 

critical mobilities approach has identified how in an increasingly hyper-mobile world places 

are relational, not bounded, never finished and involving an intersection of flows, people and 

objects – a “constellation of processes” (Massey 2005, 141). In addition, the choice, or force, 

to remain immobile demonstrates the importance of the features of particular places as well as 

how different aspects of place shape the (re-)negotiation of staying. In sum, whilst 

recognizing the importance of structural constraints which may impinge on staying processes, 

staying also needs to be seen as an active process which can be shaped through the territorial 

and relational aspects of place. Indeed, attachment to place or home, a sense of community or 

belonging, perceptions and experiences of discrimination and the presence of family and 

friends, as well as language, culture and traditions can all shape staying (Antonsich 2010; 

Savage 2010) 

Numerous studies concerned with ethnic residential mobility have identified the significance 

of language in shaping the inward movement and clustering of ethnic minorities in particular 

neighbourhoods (Rex and Moore 1967; Peach 1996). The protective effect of ethnic diversity 

against racism has also been identified as an influence shaping ethnic residential mobility 

patterns (see Clark and Ledwith 2007). In addition, preferences to reside in ethnic enclaves 

and ethnic minority concentration neighbourhoods on the basis of securing access to 

employment, housing, care, social support and to provide a sense of security and safety in the 

context of disadvantage / discrimination elsewhere in the city have been extensively discussed 

(see Boal 1976; Massey and Denton 1993; Peach 1996; Logan et al. 2002; Bolt et al. 2008). 

Indeed, a lack of economic opportunities, institutional discrimination in housing markets and 
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the fear of discrimination in majority concentration neighbourhoods can lead to minorities 

moving into, and remaining within, such areas (Phillips et al. 2007; Boschman and van Ham 

2013).

However, whilst the relationship between mobility and place have been subject to 

considerable discussion in respect of ethnic minority populations, the everyday lives and 

experiences of stayers have yet to be adequately researched, nor the different aspects of place 

and their role in the staying process (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018). Furthermore, Stockdale 

and Haartsen (2018, 3) note how there are different spatial aspects to staying and how stayers 

– by definition – may not be immobile. Rather, their daily life mobilities and use of virtual 

and relational mobility may facilitate staying.

2.2 Staying in superdiverse neighbourhoods

The concept of superdiversity acknowledges that since the 1980s, there have been profound 

quantitative and qualitative changes to global flows of people (Arnaut 2012, 3). 

Superdiversity therefore describes the socio-cultural and demographic complexity  driven by 

international migration and internal differentiation within societies (Vertovec 2007). It is 

associated with intra- and extra-group heterogeneity (Goodson and Grzymala-Kazlowska 

2017). As such, it moves away from taking ethnic groups as the optimal unit for analysis 

(Cooney 2009) and with individuals differing and identifying by characteristics such as 

immigration status, rights and entitlements, gender, age, faith, reason for migration, class, 

education levels and more (Wessendorf 2013).
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Superdiversity has been invoked in different ways, such as a contemporary synonym of 

diversity, a backdrop for a study, a call for methodological reassessment, a way of simply 

talking about more ethnicity and so on (Vertovec 2019, 125). This has led some to criticize 

the term as no more than an amplification of multiculturalism (i.e. ‘more ethnicities’; see 

Back 2015) or as overly focused on immigrant populations at the expense of the host 

population, thereby concealing structural inequalities while offering individualizing 

explanations for inequality, discrimination and labour market exploitation (Sepulveda et al. 

2011; Raco et al. 2014). However, if applied appropriately – and with an awareness of such 

concerns – a focus on superdiversity can help to draw attention to new social complexities by 

moving beyond existing ethno-national approaches to place (Vertovec 2019).

New social complexities and the way in which they may shape migrant incorporation have 

been captured through recent work on ‘arrival infrastructures’. For example, Saunders (2011) 

has discussed the emergence of ‘arrival cities’, within which an optimistic narrative of ‘arrival 

neighbourhoods’ is discussed in relation to their role in facilitating positive formal and 

informal exchanges between newly arriving migrants and others (and which may or may not 

contribute to processes of staying). However, more recent work by Meeus et al. (2019) has 

highlighted how the reality of migrant incorporation can often be more challenging due to the 

‘politics of arrival’, and which encapsulates a politics of directionality, a politics of 

temporality and a politics of subjectivity.

In the context of superdiverse neighbourhoods, directionality is important as it refers to the 

ways in which migrants (and non-migrants) are linked to a range of places due to their 

networks, statuses, attachments and so on (Meeus et al., 2019). Hence whilst superdiverse 

neighbourhoods can be presented as bounded territories (or ‘absolute space’) for political and 
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/or administrative purposes, they are also shaped relationally, acting as a node within wider 

networks of interactions (Heley and Jones 2012). Consequently, there is a need to explore not 

only territorial but also the relational aspects of superdiverse places in shaping processes of 

staying.

Temporality is also a crucial aspect to consider when exploring staying as it highlights the 

‘messy’ everyday realities of individuals living in urban areas and which cannot simply be 

reduced to citizenship providing permanence and stability (Meeus et al., 2019). In this 

respect, superdiverse neighbourhoods are fast changing. They are viewed as areas of 

transience for those passing through and arrival zones for new migrants from multiple 

countries of origin (Robinson et al. 2007). They are often characterised by ‘newness’ 

(Phillimore 2015) whereby population churn means a proportion of residents are perpetually 

new and where the speed and spread of change exceeds anything previously experienced 

(Meissner and Vertovec 2015). Such arguments also reflect the assertion that the 

diversification of diversity has generated greater population complexity and new patterns of 

movement (Rutter et al. 2008; Arnaut 2013). This, Vertovec (2019) argues, implies 

recognizing that people move out of and into contexts of diversity.

However, the assumption that superdiverse neighbourhoods are defined by the mobility of 

migrant populations needs challenging. Taking Phillimore’s (2015) assertion that a proportion 

of residents are perpetually new, the implication is that others living in such areas are not. 

Yet, we know very little on the immobility and staying practices of those living in 

superdiverse areas – and for migrants and non-migrants. Furthermore, there is a need to 

consider how the changing features of superdiverse places may shape staying and which may 

include particular forms of daily or virtual mobility. In such a way, it subsequently becomes 
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possible to develop new insights into the importance of different features of place in shaping 

‘staying processes’ through utilizing a whole community approach, and which moves beyond 

existing ethno-national studies which focus on migrants per se.

The place-specific residential histories of individuals living in superdiverse neighbourhoods 

are also important in shaping decisions to stay. Of the limited existing research which has 

been undertaken to date on neighbourhood histories and the implications for settlement, this 

has primarily focused on individuals’ previous experiences of diversity either in migrants’ 

countries of origin, or in places of transit migration (see, for example, Leitner 2012; Hoekstra 

and Pinkster 2017). Wessendorf (2017, 10) has highlighted how migrants from white majority 

contexts, for example in Eastern and Southern Europe, have gone through a process of 

multicultural adaptation when settling in the UK. They have had to learn to adapt, interact and 

“learn how to behave….and learn the rules” in social contexts with visible population 

diversity (ibid., 10).

Yet, to date, little focus has been placed on the relative importance of neighbourhood histories 

in destination countries (for those who have moved from elsewhere), and how such 

biographical experiences and practices in such areas serve to shape processes of staying in 

superdiverse areas. Consequently, the research develops recent work by Hedman et al. (2015) 

on the importance of neighbourhood histories in destination countries (for migrants), but in 

terms of understanding processes of staying rather than in respect of a consideration of 

residential mobility processes.

In relation to a politics of subjectivity, Meeus et al. (2019) discuss how the evolving 

contextual aspects of the places in which individuals live, as well as the changing actions of 
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others, can shape processes of migrant incorporation (Meeus et al., 2019). In this respect, 

superdiverse neighbourhoods are inherently diverse, accommodating migrants and longer 

established minority groups but also non-migrant residents, whereby no ethnic group 

predominates and diversity itself is the predominant neighbourhood identity. Such diversity 

can attract some individuals who are visibly different on the basis of race, religion, gender or 

lifestyle (Author 2018) and for such individuals to settle and develop a sense of belonging 

through not ‘sticking out’ (Wessendorf 2017). Newcomers to superdiverse areas can feel 

accepted in their (commonplace) ‘otherness’ (Wessendorf 2013; Ahmed 2000).

Other infrastructures associated with of superdiverse neighbourhoods often combine with 

differing aspects of population diversity to shape access to resources within and beyond the 

neighbourhood. Indeed, the neighbourhood can be conceptualized as “a complex of 

infrastructures for superdiversity” (Blommaert, 2014, 431) and with such infrastructure being 

highly diverse including legal arrangements, cultural conventions, linguistic diversity, as well 

as tangible objects and spaces including streets, schools, health centres, shops, specialist 

support services, housing blocks and public parks (adapted from Arnaut et al. 2016, 17). This 

can lead to individuals possessing a range of neighbourhood orientations (Cieslik 2015) and 

activity spaces (Massey 1995). Such characteristics and orientations may, in turn, impinge on 

the process of staying yet hitherto have been unexplored.

Alongside migrant incorporation, Ryan’s (2018) ‘differentiated embedding’ framework also 

identifies how migrant settlement – and by implication migrant staying - is a contextual, 

dynamic and differentiated process. As such, it highlights how migrants may negotiate 

attachment and belonging in different social and structural settings, from the local (e.g., 

household, workplace, neighbourhood) and wider community to the transnational. It can also 
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involve periods of structural, relational, spatial and temporal embedding and / or dis-

embedding.

In the context of superdiverse neighbourhoods the framework is useful in that it draws 

attention to the importance of place-specific structural and spatial opportunities, as well as 

relational and transnational opportunities for embedding. Nevertheless, whilst temporal 

aspects of embedding are recognised in respect of the importance of ‘life events’, there is a 

need to extend such analyses to explore how staying may arise as a consequence of the 

summation of multiple events, experiences and practices - for migrants and non-migrants - 

which occur over time and in the context of the changing nature of superdiverse 

neighbourhoods. Such experiences inform a constant negotiation and ‘weighing up’ by 

individuals of whether to stay or leave.

Together, what therefore emerges from integrating work on arrival infrastructures and 

differentiated embedding is the need for a greater consideration of the territorial, relational 

and temporal aspects of staying in relation to migrants and non-migrants in the context of 

superdiverse neighbourhoods. In so doing, it then becomes possible to generate broader 

insights into the necessary arrival infrastructures for staying (including the actions of other 

migrants and non-migrants) as well as new insights into the temporal aspects of differentiated 

embedding.

3. Methods

Two superdiverse neighbourhoods in the city of Birmingham, UK – which has a long history 

of immigration and which is expected to be the first minority-majority neighbourhood by 
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2024 (Birmingham City Council 2013) – were selected for analysis. Each neighbourhood was 

chosen based on their complex diversity among new migrant, minority and resident 

populations, as well as contrasting deprivation levels and histories of immigration.

The first case study area was the neighbourhood of Lozells and East Handsworth (herein 

“Handsworth”); the second was the neighbourhood of Ladywood. Handsworth is a traditional 

reception area for immigrants. In Handsworth, immigration occurred in three main phases: the 

arrival of post-Commonwealth migrants from the 1950s to 1970s, the dispersal of asylum 

seekers from 1990 to the present day, and the arrival of EU8 migrants from 2004. Arguably, 

superdiversity is particularly apparent. In contrast, Ladywood is an inner city ward 

encapsulating a part of Birmingham City Centre. It is also a traditional area of immigration. 

Whilst less diverse than Handsworth it continues to diversify and has the highest numbers of 

immigrants who arrived in the UK between 2001 and 2011 compared to any other part of 

Birmingham (see Table 1).

The superdiversity of each neighbourhood therefore comprises a quantitative dimension in 

terms of the increase in arrival of migrants from a wider range of ethnicities and/or countries 

of origin and a qualitative dimension encapsulating intra- and inter-group diversity. It is the 

latter which is more important in delineating such neighbourhoods from other types of 

neigbourhoods as there is an emphasis on how the intersection of differences that are evident 

in individuals may produce new stratifications; new experiences of space and ‘contact’, new 

forms of cosmopolitanism and multiculture and – in the context of this paper – new patterns 

of mobility or staying (Vertovec 2019).

Insert Table 1 here
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The research was undertaken between October 2016 and March 2018 and adopted a parallel 

sequential methodology with each phase providing data shaping the development of the next. 

The intention was to explore how staying was shaped in relation to the territorial and 

relational aspects of superdiverse places.

First, an ethnographic mapping phase was conducted whereby time was spent walking around 

the selected neighbourhoods, noting and mapping types of resources in each area and talking 

to residents. Those participating in the research resided in each neighbourhood in order to 

explore individuals’ self-reported reasons for staying and to enable a discussion of issues 

impinging on the staying process. The study also focused on migrants and non-migrants, as 

many studies of neighbourhood superdiversity neglect the non-migrant population.

Second the investigator worked closely with three trained community researchers (CRs), who 

were familiar with each neighbourhood and who facilitated the design and implementation of 

a face-to-face questionnaire (152 questionnaires in total). Given that the purpose of the 

questionnaire survey was to provide a broad exploratory overview of the range of influences 

shaping residential mobility in superdiverse neighbourhoods and to inform follow-up in-depth 

interviews, non-probability time-space / time-location sampling was adopted. Properly 

executed, time / location sampling is a probability design applied to a limited non-household 

population. Hence the CRs were given maps of each neighbourhood in order to identify and 

develop a list of sites and locations of relevance in both Handsworth and Ladywood. The sites 

and timings were randomised and a random sampling approach undertaken at each site and at 

particular times.
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In terms of the questionnaire sample, there were slightly more male than female participants 

(82:70) and with roughly equal numbers of ‘long-term’ migrants (in UK more than five 

years), ‘short term’ migrants (in UK less than 5 years) and non-migrants (born in the UK). 

The age of individuals who participated ranged from 18 to 70 and with most in the 25-44 age 

group. Those born abroad came from 43 different countries and with the majority (60%) in 

some form of employment, with most of the other participants either unemployed (15%), 

students (8.6%) or looking after the family (7%). Just over half of the sample lived in private 

rented accommodation (55%), followed by social rented accommodation (20%). Two-thirds 

of the overall sample had previously resided elsewhere in the UK.

Third, 40 in-depth interviews (conducted by the investigator and the CRs) were undertaken 

with individuals resident in each of the neighbourhoods (20 interviews per neighbourhood) 

and broadly reflective of the superdiversity apparent. Maximum variation sampling was used 

to ensure heterogeneity in the composition of the sample in terms of origin, age, gender, 

education levels and income, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. This is a form of comparison-

focused sampling which selects cases to compare and contrast with a view to identifying 

factors explaining similarities and differences (Patten 2001). The shared aspects that emerged, 

despite the many intersecting axes of difference, hold increased authenticity and validity 

because they do not result from sampling by pre-determined characteristics in a pre-defined 

informant group (Author 2018). Interviewees were identified during the mapping stage, 

through CR’s networks, community organisations, approaching individuals on the street and 

snowballing.

In summary, the sample of interviewees broadly reflected those who participated in the 

questionnaire survey with individuals aged between 18 and 71 with 50% female and 50% 
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male. Again, the largest proportions of respondents were employed (67.5%), followed by 

those looking after the family (17.5%). The majority lived in private rented accommodation 

(45%). Respondents were drawn from 25 different countries (Handsworth 10; Ladywood 15) 

in total and with one-third (33%) born in the UK. In terms of faith, Christian was most 

frequent (47.5%) followed by No Religion (25%) and Muslim (25%) Virtually all of the 

respondents reported an ability to speak English fluently.

Respondents were asked to discuss the factors impinging on decisions to stay in the 

neighbourhood. They were asked to describe all influences whether within or beyond the 

neighbourhood. The research received ethical approval from the researcher’s respective ethics 

committee. All respondents were given oral and written information about the project, 

including the option to withdraw up to 28 days after the interview and then asked to sign a 

consent form. All data were anonymised.

Interview data were coded collectively using a systematic thematic analysis approach (Guest 

et al. 2012) to identify the key issues raised by respondents. This involved interpretive code-

and-retrieve methods wherein the data were transcribed and codes and an interpretative 

thematic analysis undertaken using MAXQDA software.

4. Results and analysis

4.1 Staying as an active process informed by infrastructure and population diversity

Whilst there was some evidence of structural constraints impinging on staying processes in 

both case study neighbourhoods – and predominantly due to a lack of economic resources and 
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a dependency on social housing allocations - the research clearly highlighted how staying was 

an active process for many living in areas of population superdiversity. Moreover, the 

findings contradicted notions of superdiverse neighbourhoods as areas of continuous 

population churn for all. Whilst a fifth of questionnaire respondents (n=30) had been in the 

case study neighbourhoods for less than a year, just over 40% had been resident for more than 

10 years (n=63), indicating evidence of staying. In addition, 56% of questionnaire 

respondents in Ladywood and just over 75% of respondents in Handsworth stated that they 

had both a choice and a desire to stay in their neighbourhoods, and with similar proportions of 

migrants, minorities and non-migrants wishing to stay. Interview material also corroborated 

findings from the questionnaire: similar proportions of interviewees (n=28/40) expressed a 

wish to remain in either Handsworth or Ladywood.

Given evidence of staying as an active process, the next step involved uncovering the key 

influences shaping individuals’ decisions to stay in either Handsworth or Ladywood. In this 

respect, the emphasis was on exploring the extent to which ‘arrival infrastructures’ could also 

be constituted as ‘staying infrastructures’ (Saunders 2011; Blommaert 2014; Meeus et al. 

2019) and which were facilitating processes of staying for both migrants and non-migrants 

according to their ‘social location’ and particularly in relation to issues such as experiences of 

discrimination and racism, age and gender (see Wessendorf 2017).

The research identified that the intersection of some of the subjectivities and temporalities of 

arrival discussed by Meus et al. (2019) were serving to shape staying in superdiverse 

neighbourhoods. For example, the social and physical emplacement of many migrants in 

Handsworth was reflective of the long history of immigration into the neighbourhood, the 
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resulting visible diversity of the population and the diversity of infrastructure that had 

developed over time (for example, local shops; religious institutions; cultural services etc.):

It is like being in Turkey, I can get anything from my country…in Handsworth, there is 

everything (for everyone) and so I can get what I need and want (Interviewee 17, 

Kurdish migrant, Handsworth)

These findings contrast markedly with research conducted on ethnic enclaves (for example, 

see Massey and Denton, 1993) and the notion that single ethnic groups ‘make place’. Rather, 

it confirms work conducted in similar superdiverse settings by Author (2018) and Wessendorf 

(2017; 2016). This has illustrated how more visible migrants have remained within 

superdiverse neighbourhoods given that visible differences in the population are 

unremarkable and with religious diversity, gender diversity and linguistic and lifestyle 

diversity being the norm (Wessendorf 2016, 8-9).

Nevertheless, over and above existing studies of superdiverse areas which have focused only 

on migrant populations, the research also identified that a majority (c.60%) of non-migrant 

White British participants who participated in the questionnaire survey and interviews had 

also remained in the area due to the diversity of people, goods and services on offer. This was 

reflected in the responses of those born in the area and those that had moved in from 

elsewhere. With respect to the latter group, on average individuals identified that they had 

lived in less diverse areas in the UK and cited the lack of diversity and conviviality 

(Wessendorf, 2016) elsewhere, both in terms of population and in terms of infrastructure, as 

key reasons to stay in either Handsworth or Ladywood:
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Before I moved to Handsworth I was living in Selly Park, somewhere between Selly 

Park and Stirchley. But I did not like that area; there were not any good shops 

anywhere it wasn’t as diverse or interesting (Interviewee 1, White British, 

Handsworth).

Moreover, the social location of the White British participants who participated in the 

questionnaire and interview varied and with individuals having a range of different 

qualifications and employment statuses. This is important as it has often been reported how 

white middle class populations have sought forms of consumerist ‘exoticism’ associated with 

increasing population diversity (see Wood et al. 2007; Horsti 2007). However, it was apparent 

from the research that a search for exoticism was apparent in Handsworth (and to a lesser 

extent Ladywood) across a much wider range of backgrounds than previously reported. As 

such, individuals highlighted how access to a diverse range of everyday foodstuffs, local 

services (for example, restaurants and cafes) and local employment generated pragmatic and 

practical attachments to neighbourhood diversity and in turn facilitated processes of staying:

I wouldn't want to live somewhere like York again where the demographic is quite 

limited…..the little mini supermarkets and the shops you can get are also limited, 

because the level of diversity isn't there (Interviewee 11 White British, Handsworth).

A second key finding of relevance to ‘staying infrastructures’ and the subjectivities and 

temporalities of staying became evident in relation to the case study neighbourhood of 

Ladywood. Here population diversity was consistently discussed as relating to a small number 

of dominant ethnic groups – namely White British, Indian, Sikh, and to a lesser extent, Black 

Caribbean. In contrast to Handsworth many interviewees therefore argued that the transiency 
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and (population) churn of Ladywood was one of its key features – “Ladywood is just like a 

travelling through bit……it’s not tied to anywhere enough” (Interviewee 21, UK-born Indian, 

Ladywood).

But in contrast to studies which have argued that high population turnover and neighbourhood 

churn has a negative impact on neighbourhood experience and place attachment (Bailey et al. 

2012), it was apparent that population turnover served as a key reason for many individuals 

who were less visibly different (to the White British population) to settle and stay. As such, 

perceptions and experiences of transiency provided the ability for individuals to ‘keep 

themselves to themselves’ and to avoid others: “as Eastern European's we don't especially 

create places like community centres or whatever” (Interviewee 36, Lithuanian migrant, 

Ladywood). Indeed, this point relates to discussions of the importance of ‘intra-migrant 

tensions’ associated with EU8 migrants (Grzymala-Kazlowska 2005): the research in 

Birmingham highlighted how a number of EU8 migrants in Ladywood were staying in the 

area as a result of previous tensions with other EU8 migrants in other neighbourhoods 

elsewhere in the city and were using the neighbourhood to avoid other Eastern Europeans: 

“We moved away from Erdington because it is known as ‘Pole-ington’ because of the number 

of Poles that live there. But it is not very safe and it is not very pleasant” (Interviewee 16, 

Polish migrant, Ladywood). This was despite the absence of opportunities for physical and 

social emplacement such as the availability of relevant shops and culturally specific services 

and facilities that reflected their presence in the Ladywood neighbourhood. Others also noted 

prior intra-migrant tensions in previous neighbourhoods of residence based around age and 

which had also served to shape processes of staying: “the old people from the east when 

communism was prevalent have a totally different state of mind” (Interviewee 20, Polish 

migrant, Ladywood). 

Page 19 of 38

URL: https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cjms  Email: CJMS-peerreview@journals.tandf.co.uk

Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

19

Moreover, whilst it has often been reported how many EU8 migrants who have moved to the 

UK are often initially uncomfortable with visible diversity before undergoing a process of 

‘multicultural adaptation’ (Wessendorf 2017), EU8 respondents indicated that rather than 

moving away from areas of visible diversity, such as Handsworth (and to a lesser extent 

Ladywood), they were now staying in such superdiverse neighbourhoods as a result of 

previous experiences of discrimination elsewhere. Put simply, EU8 migrants argued that they 

had previously experienced discrimination by the White British population in other parts of 

the city. This subsequently meant that the increasing visibility of diversity in neighbourhoods 

such as Handsworth and Ladywood was attractive and providing a new perspective on the 

discrimination perspective on residential mobility set out by Boschman and van Ham (2013). 

In essence, the perception of an emerging superdiverse neighbourhood identity acted to keep 

individuals within the area, as opposed to a more monolithic identity associated with their 

previous neighbourhoods:

Because it is so diverse. I do not have to worry that I will be picked on for being 

foreign. I have had friends who have decided to leave to move to perhaps cleaner 

neighbourhoods where there are only English, only White people living there and now 

they live in fear that maybe they are going to break their windows or shout at them 

that they are from Poland (Interviewee 10, Polish migrant, Handsworth).

Third, a further aspect of the temporalities of staying related to experiences of diversity. 

Whilst other research has explored the importance of previous experiences of diversity either 

in migrants’ country of origin or in places of transit migration in shaping processes of 

belonging (and which may contribute to staying; see Wessendorf 2017), there has been little 
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focus to date on how staying may be shaped by an individuals’ history of being part of either 

an invisible ethnic majority or visible minority in their previous neighbourhoods of residence. 

In this respect, just over half of the sample of questionnaire and interviewee respondents 

identified that they had lived in a previous neighbourhood in the UK before moving into 

Handsworth or Ladywood.

The paper has already highlighted how White British non-migrant respondents had, on 

average, lived in less diverse areas prior to moving into Handsworth or Ladywood (for those 

who were not born in the neighbourhood). This was also the case for migrant and UK-born 

non-White minority participants. Most EU8 migrants had been an invisible ethnic majority in 

other neighbourhoods in Birmingham. Such experiences were strongly informing decisions to 

now stay in Handsworth or Ladywood: “Very often Polish people said that they were here to 

help but they did not help. They just said nasty things and all they wanted was to make money 

out of us” (Interviewee 10, Polish migrant, Handsworth).

More visible migrants and minorities also indicated that they had previously resided in a 

range of different neighbourhoods in the UK, but with most previously living as a visible 

minority in less diverse areas in either Birmingham or other parts of the West Midlands. By 

and large, incidences of racism and anti-social behaviour were consistently raised as 

characterising their experiences elsewhere before arriving in either Handsworth or Ladywood, 

along with a lack of friends and a lack of ethnic or religious infrastructure: “Before, I was 

living in Quinton…… one time I opened my post and there was a spray inside because they 

said they hated (it) when I was cooking, …big discrimination” (Interviewee 22, Portuguese 

migrant, Ladywood). Consequently, they argued that they had subsequently experienced little, 
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if any discrimination based on their visible difference or their lifestyle since moving to either 

neighbourhood. This was now informing decisions to stay.

In summary, key ‘staying infrastructures’ for many migrants and non-migrants in the context 

of superdiverse neighbourhoods related to the presence of visible population diversity and a 

neighbourhood identity based around diversity. In turn this highlighted the subjectivities of 

territorial emplacement taking place through the development of pragmatic and practical 

attachment to infrastructures of the neighbourhood, and especially shops and specialist 

services. However, it was also apparent from the Ladywood neighbourhood that transience 

and change also facilitated processes of staying for many who were less visibly different to 

the White British population. As such, they argued they could ‘blend away’, ‘keep themselves 

to themselves’ and avoid discrimination elsewhere in the city by other EU8 migrants or the 

White British population. Hence the actions of other migrants and non-migrants – within and 

beyond the case study neighbourhoods - were important in creating other types of 

subjectivities relating to social emplacement and extending beyond the actions of state and 

NGO employees (Meeus et al., 2019). Furthermore, a focus on neighbourhood histories also 

confirmed the temporal dimensions of staying and how neighbourhood diversity was used as 

a mechanism to avoid discrimination experienced previously in less diverse areas by different 

migrants and minorities alike.

4.2 Staying as a relational and temporal process

Whilst the territorial presence of staying infrastructures was important in superdiverse 

neighbourhoods, it was also apparent that staying processes were temporal and relational. 

Indeed, extending Ryan’s (2018) arguments on the importance of temporal embedding / dis-
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embedding, place belonging at the scale of the neighbourhood was becoming de-territorialised 

for a number of interviewees over time. For some, the micro-scale of the home as a ‘staying 

infrastructure’ was important for embedding and informed by a culmination of past and 

current experiences of living with family and the promulgation of memory and nostalgia: “My 

memories are what’s shaped me…so if anyone moves in here and blows up the place, I’ll still 

remember it and I will still have that belonging” (Interviewee 38, UK-born Indian, 

Ladywood). However, for others, the “openness of place and a related sense of mobility” 

(Burrell 2016, 1608) were becoming as equally important as territorial infrastructures for 

staying. Indeed, a majority of EU8, Chinese and White British interviewees perceived that 

whilst the respective neighbourhoods of Handsworth and Ladywood were increasingly 

reflective of population complexity and superdiversity, local facilities and services were not 

always reflective of all groups in the area. Consequently, the directionality of such individuals 

was evolving over time and with wider scales of activity becoming important as individuals 

travelled to other parts of the city (and beyond) to find specialist food, clothes or for leisure: 

You can’t get pork in the area (Handsworth), you have to go to big 

supermarkets elsewhere. They don’t have it in the shops across the street

(Interviewee 19, Chinese migrant, Handsworth)

and

We are missing the attractions and the things to do for the family. For that we have to 

travel outside. But maybe that is because this place is dominated by the Asian culture 

and they do not need those things (Interviewee 10, Polish migrant, Handsworth).
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In particular, directionalities associated with staying were most apparent in relation to the city 

centre. This was seen as a key relational space which facilitated staying and which extended 

beyond the availability of particular shops and services. Rather – and reflecting the 

subjectivities of staying - it was a space where individuals who formed less of a critical mass 

in either Handsworth or Ladywood – and who less able to join or ‘dock on’ to the dominant 

ethnic groups in each neighbourhood (see Wessendorf 2017) – were able to develop a sense 

of ease and belonging in the city centre because of its immigration-related diversity. This 

provides a different perspective to work conducted elsewhere. For example, Butcher (2010) 

has noted how immigrants in New Delhi, India divided the city into spaces of belonging 

where they could ‘fit in’, ‘be themselves’ and be with people ‘like me’.

Moreover, in the context of Birmingham and the case study neighbourhoods, a number of 

further insights emerged in respect to the directionalities and subjectivities associated with 

staying. First, it was apparent that White British individuals living in either Handsworth or 

Ladywood often used the city centre as an extension of the neighbourhood to extend their 

pragmatic attachment to their respective neighbourhoods. It was a place where they could buy 

other goods and services, meet friends or indeed participate in festivals celebrating diversity 

in the city. Hence consumerist exoticism was as much in evidence here as in their respective 

neighbourhoods of residence. Second, for those migrants who were less visibly different – 

including EU and EU8 migrants – the city centre was a space where ‘authenticity’ was 

deemed to be more evident. Authenticity in relation to EU8 migrants has frequently been 

discussed in respect of ‘unmarked whiteness’ and the extent to which individuals are deemed 

to have ‘earned’ their place in society (Hubbard, 2005). But authenticity in this context related 

to the perception of city centre spaces as ‘being more British’, in terms of ‘local customs and 

features’ and as summarised by one EU8 migrant interviewee: “So as you're walking past the 
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shop (in Ladywood) I do not necessarily think it is… pleasant, hygienic… If you go to the city 

centre nobody does that, right? There are no food, vegetables things like that outside” 

(Interviewee 12, Polish migrant, Ladywood).

However, authenticity did not just apply to goods and services on offer in the city centre. It 

also related to social relations. Several EU and EU8 migrants highlighted how they felt more 

comfortable in the city centre given that the ‘British ways of life and doing things’ were 

perceived as being more evident: “In the city centre you can see much more the British people 

and stuff, nobody points at you but outside….well……my sister came to visit and we were 

sitting out there (in Ladywood) and a few guys who were clearly not Westerners were 

pointing at her and staring. And my sister said: ‘Look, I feel uncomfortable, what are they 

doing?’” (Interviewee 25, Spanish migrant, Ladywood). 

Yet it was clear that the city centre as an ‘authentic space’ was arguably a more normative 

concept for interviewees and that in reality it was performing an alternative function as a 

multicultural space of adaptation. In essence, it was a space where individuals with little 

experience of diversity hitherto became accustomed and adjusted to population diversity and 

complexity more gradually – a space which was territorial in nature; used relationally by 

individuals beyond their neighbourhoods of residence; and a temporal space in respect of 

diversity becoming increasingly apparent but which also reflected customs and features that 

were perceived as reflective of urban environments in the UK: “Here, in England the cities 

are organised differently….you don't have the Roman structure….but you do have the towers, 

skyscrapers as a western reference and this was important to me” (Interviewee 27, Italian 

migrant, Ladywood). Such arguments therefore reflect Ryan’s (2018) focus on the importance 

of temporal embedding but with the research in Birmingham highlighting how this can relate 
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to the superdiverdiverse neighbourhood within which individuals reside as well as other 

relational spaces (such as the city centre), both of which are changing over time and which are 

impinging on the experiences of individuals using such spaces and subsequently informing 

decisions to stay (or leave).

Finally, for a number of migrants who were more visibly different and who had moved to 

Handsworth or Ladywood on the basis of the opportunity to avoid racial harassment 

elsewhere, the city centre was perceived as providing added value in that it was deemed to be 

diverse and also safe. Consistent reference was made to the visibility of policing in the city 

centre as well as the presence of CCTV. This provided a form of reassurance: “We can’t go 

out in Ladywood after 6 o’clock / 7 when it gets dark…its really not safe…..but in the city 

centre there are more cameras, it feels more safe” (Interviewee 6, Cameroonian migrant, 

Ladywood). Yet it is important to acknowledge that such perspectives were not universally 

held and were reflective of migrants’ social location, and in particular their previous 

experiences in the city. For example, those who had lived in Birmingham for a longer period 

of time argued that they had previously been subject to verbal and physical discrimination in 

the city centre and therefore were more reluctant to use such a space.

In summary, this section has specifically focused on the temporal aspects of staying and the 

significance of migrants and non-migrants’ evolving directionalities in terms of the ways in 

which other spaces in the city – and particularly the city centre – were utilised to facilitate 

processes of staying. However, drawing on Ryan (2018), it was clear that whilst the changing 

nature of the city centre – and the increasing prevalence of diversity - served to embed some 

individuals, for others their experiences had been less positive over time. This was leading to 

active dis-embedding given the challenges of social and physical emplacement and with some 
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evidence of a reinforcement of territorial embedding within their respective neighbourhoods 

given the presence of population diversity and infrastructures for staying.

5. Conclusion

This paper has problematized the notion of superdiverse neighbourhoods being defined by 

“newness” (Phillimore, 2015) and developed new and hitherto less recognised insights into 

the territorial and relational aspects of superdiverse places in shaping processes of staying for 

migrants and non-migrants. Through adopting a ‘whole community’ approach the research 

also identified that there is considerable agency associated with staying in superdiverse 

neighbourhoods, although wider structural forces associated with access to housing and 

economic resources may shape decisions to stay or leave.

By and large, decisions to stay in superdiverse neighbourhoods were intentional but complex 

and shaped over time through past and current experiences of population diversity, 

experiences of discrimination and access to particular neighbourhood infrastructures. As such, 

beyond the importance of economic capital in terms of housing affordability and civic capital 

providing permanence and stability (Meeus et al. 2019), it was apparent that the social 

location of individuals (Wessendorf 2017) and their respective social and cultural capital was 

also significant in shaping neighbourhood experiences. Indeed, inter and intra-migrant 

relations, acceptance of visible difference and the ability to generate pragmatic and practical 

attachment to the neighbourhood in respect of housing (and family), shops and specialist 

services were all important for staying.
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Furthermore through drawing on recent work associated with ‘arrival infrastructures’ and the 

‘politics of arrival’ (Saunders 2011; Meeus et al. 2019), as well as Ryan’s (2018) conceptual 

framework of ‘differentiated embedding’, it was evident that the changing biographies of 

individuals and places also shaped a ‘politics of staying’. The directionality and subjectivities 

of migrants and non-migrants in the sample towards both ‘staying infrastructures’ and 

specific relational spaces, such as the city centre, were fundamental in developing a sense of 

ease and belonging, feelings of authenticity and adaptation to immigration-related diversity 

over time. The significance of experiences in previous neighbourhoods was also recognised 

although the situation was multifaceted and with the privileging of whiteness for certain 

groups of individuals (and especially those from EU8 countries) no longer being as influential 

in shaping positive settlement experiences in less diverse areas.

Finally, at a broader conceptual level the paper has highlighted how temporal aspects of 

staying and embedding are not a ‘once and for all’ process but arise as a result of the 

summation of experiences – shaped territorially and relationally – and with processes of 

embedding and dis-embedding often occurring processually (over time) or simultaneously in 

different activity spaces (such as the home, neighbourhood, city centre etc.; Massey 1995). 

Nevertheless, further research is required to confirm such trends in other contexts of 

superdiversity and to explore the ways in which neighbourhood histories, the place-specific 

infrastructures of superdiverse neighbourhoods and other relational spaces shape processes of 

staying for different groups of residents.
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Table 1. Characteristics of neighbourhoods

City  Neighbourhoods

Lozells and East Handsworth: 31,074 residents, 44.9 % 

migrants and 89.2% of individuals BME from 170 

different countries (2011).  Long history of immigration 

and deprivation.

Birmingham: 2nd 

largest city in UK.

1,073,045 residents, 

22.2% foreign born; 

46.9% of individuals 

have an ethnic 

minority (BME) 

background from 187 

countries (2011).

Ladywood: 30,133 residents, 37.1% migrants and 50.6% 

BME from 130 different countries (2011). More recent 

history of immigration and mixed levels of deprivation.
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